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PARALLELISM IN INTERPRETING THE VEDA 


S. K. LAL“ 


In a well-known Rk', Rs/ Dirghatama exhorts that one must know the meaning cf 
the Vedic Rks with a view to understanding the nature of the gods who dwell in the highest 
heaven sitting on the imperishable (seat of) Rks. Since then immense efforts have becn made 
to understand the Veda by ancicnt and modern scholars. 


The Vedas are not the creations of individual As/-pocts in isolation from each other. 
They are the conscious and concerted works of the As/-pocts who were well aware of fellow 
poets’ poetic creations. The Vedas were widely recited and understood by a large section 
of Vedic society, particularly the pricstly elite class. In this connection, the words widatha 
(Rv 2.1.16, etc.)* and vajin (RV 10.71.5, etc.)," frequently found in Vedic litcrature, are 
significant. Vidatha was a kind of meeting place within the ambience of Vedic rites and 
rituals, where As/poets of older generation (pratndsah)* and younger ones (ndtandsah)°, and 
also Vedic intelligentsia used to meet, listen, discuss, and exchange views, and where #si- 
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1. aa ret et ait, aft Bar of Fae Fg 
Tet ag fear afeatt a eq ag feed FA BATE I! RV 1,164.39 
2.  Brhad vadema vidahte suvirah 
3, Tach wet feactaets feaeraft afiay | RV 10.71.5 
4. RV 4.2.16; 5.8.1; 6.21.5. 
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poets recited their poetic works. In this connection®, Gonda’s remark, ‘‘the audicnce knew 
to whom the events narrated (in the Vedas) were to be associated’’, is note- worthy, 


Many times, one comes across a word or a phrase which apparently does not give 
out clear meaning. Some times the segregation of some passages from the main theme and 
their isolated and independent usages elsewhere pose difficulty in the meaning. In such cases, 
parallel passages of identical nature or mythological legends help to a great extent in deciding 
the meaning which otherwise is not clear. Vedic poetry 1s a coherent and well-knit work of 
Rsi-pocts who, it appears, were well conversant with other poetic creations. 


In this light, we take up a few verses from the Veda and see how parallelism helps in 
understanding the meaning. It may be pointed out that there must have been some kind of 
norms or even theories which were followed by the Rsr-poets.’ Secondly, in order to 
interpret the Veda, one must have a holistic approach and look at the Vedz in totality, as it 
scems, the Vedic As7-poets themselves had. 


RV 2.13.9 reads : 


SAT OL HHA BUTEA STH: METS I 


What do that numerals satam, dasa in the Rk indicate ? Secondly, Ludwing changes 
the reading vd yasya in the verse into dasasya. Following him, Griffith translates the verse 


as : 


‘You bound up the Dasa’s hundred friends and ten, when, at one’s hearing, thou 
hetpest your worshipper. You for Dabhiti bound Dasyus not with cords, you were a mighty 
help; worthy of lauds you are.’ 


This translation is not convincing, because, firstly he opines that the words va yasya 
in the verse are unintelligible, and following Ludwing, he changes va yasya to dasasya. 
secondly, he supplies ‘friends’ to explain satam dasa, for which there is no word in the verse. 


Now, going back to our satam dasa in RV 2.13.9 which does not have a noun to 
qualify, how does one understand satam daSa. It is Sayana, the ‘scholar extra ordinary’ who 
borrows the word harayah (horses) from RV 6.47.18 to explain satam dasa. Sayana with 
his very deep and comprehensive knowledge of the Vedas has convincingly explained it as 


6. Gonda J. : El/iipsis ‘‘Brachylogy and other forms of brevity in speech in the Reveda’’, VANHAW 
- Letterkunde, n.r. 67 (4), Amsterdom, 1960, 25. 


7. See the Sclect Bibliography. 
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follows : 


qe THe Ua: ABET aT Tee do Aet Gala aed Me aa SAMA MAT TTA 
| Ta Tra: - ‘Seat ATTA: Ge gaet FHT MET AA: TAT GA’ (RV 6.47.18) 


It may be pointed out that satam dasa, without a noun, occurs in the second mandala 
(2.13.9) and satd dasa with the noun Aarayah occurs in the sixth mandala (6.47.18). It is 
the great knowledge of Sayana who has supplied the word Aarayh from 6.47.18 to explain 
gata dasa in 2.13.9. Thus, following Sadyana, the verse may be translated as follows : 


‘*O Indra, for your complete pleasure, a thousand horses are ready (to be yoked to 
your chariot)....’’, 


But how did the Vedic As7-poets know that sata dasa in the second manda/a without 
a noun would be understood as Sata dasa harayah in the sixth mandula by two ditferent Rsis 
(Grtsamada and Bharadvaja respectively)? The answer is the same: wdatha which was a 
mecting place for the Rs+poets and which cnabled them to know cach other’s poctic 
creations. What decides the meaning of Satd dasa in the second manda/a is the awarencss 
of the Rs poet of sata dasa harayah in the sixth mandala. Thus parallel usage of satd dasa 
harayah helps to explain sata dasa (without a noun). Sayana took the help of the parallel 
passage, but Ludwing and Griffith did not. Hence, these scholars changed vd yasya to 
ddsasya and supplied ‘fricnds’ to explain the words sata dasa. The poct in the first half of 
the Rk is not talking about the hundred and ten ‘friends’ of Dasa (that he does in the second 
half of the R&A) but Indra’s great chariot yoked with a thousand horses, who is always ready 
to come to the succour of those who necded it. 


Adjective as substantive : 


ParaJlelism also helps in understanding the meaning of adjectives which arc often used 
without substantives and which themselves function as substantives.* The adjective syavah 
(dark coloured) has been used in RV 1.126.3 without a noun. 


Oe AT SUT: Satay SAT TAT SAT CATT SHE 

In RV 8.46.22, a feminine form of Syava, i.e. Syavinam occurs : 
aT TUT WaT VT SOIT aA TAT Tea II 

Here again without a noun. 


In the first instance syavah stands for syavavarnah asvah (dark coloured horses) and 


8. Gonda, op.cit., p. 17; Speyer J.S., Sanskrit Syntax, Leiden, 1886, 179f. 
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in the second instance Syavindm stands for sydvavarnam vadavandm (ot dark coloured 
mares). But, again, what is the basis for supplying asvah in the first instance and vadavd in 
the second? The adjective sya@vindm occurs in the RV 8.46.22 cd. In the following mantra 
8.46.23 ab, syavaA occurs with the substantive asavah. 


aal TaraT waa ATIRNT sears: | UTA Farag: {1 RV 8.46.23 


Sdyana : Ql G2aearhl: FIAT: FAIA: ATA: - RAT: ALA cay fe agg: fracatea | TH 
Terdigs: | STA IRA: TARA: SMART: HIATT: TAS AT SIT: AAT eat Tear... | 


Hence on the parallelism of Syavah asavah in vs.23, one can understand syavindm in 
the previous vs. 22 as Syavinam vadavdénam. Both the words occur in the eighth mandala 
and the Asis the samc, namely, Vasa. But the case in RV 1.126.3, where syavah occurs 
without a noun, 1s different. Here the Rsris Kaksivan. How did he know that his usage of 
Syavah without a noun would be understood as Sydvah with asvadh ? The answer lies in the 


same concept of wdatha and the Rsi-pocts’ ‘awareness of others’ poetic works. 


Similarly, the adjective syctasah occurs, again without a substative, in the fifth 
mandala : 


Ferg AT aa TAA sea TAT HAP WA || RV 5.33.8 cd 

Here dasa syetasah stands for dasa syetasah asvah. 

An interesting usages of the numeral dasa occurs in the Satarudriva mantras (VS 
16.64-66)”. 

1. AaTSeg kava a fafa aah gets: | ea ear areata eet gate TeaTMAT 

2, AAIseq Mae Fora Tar ata Sha: | HAT AT IPA 1. OR | 

3, waseg ea aT Seat Teresa: | AT aT TAT a: | 


The second part of the mantra-tebhyo dasa pracirdasa daksinad dasa 
praticirdasodicirdasodhvah 1s to be considered. What does the numeral dasa, which occurs 
here without a substantive, indicate ? Here again onc has to take recourse to the parallel 
usages of dasa with or without a noun. The numeral dasa in the Reveda has been used with 
the following words : 


l. Ksipah (fingers) 
dasa Ksipah (ten fingers) : RV 3.23.3, 5.43.4; ete. 


9. These thrce formulas form the concluding part of the Satarudriya litany. 
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van Svasdrah (sisters) 


dasa svasarah (ten sisters : ten fingers) : RV 3.23.13; 9.1.7; ete. 


ce Yosanah (maidens) 


dasa yosanah (ten maidens : ten fingers) : RV 9.6.5; 56.3; ete. 


4. Haritah (green) 
dasa haritah (ten green ones : ten fingers) : RV 9.39.3. 


S. Yuvatayah (maidens) 


dasa vuvatayah (ten maidens : ten directions) : RV 1.95.2 


6. Dhitayah 


dasa dhitayah (ten intelligent ones : ten fingers) 


RV 1.144.5 (cf. 1.141.2). 


The above data reveals that the numeral] dasa has been used in the Rgvedza with the 
substantives Asip, svasr, yosan, Aarit, and dhiti, all of which mean ‘finger’ metaphorically. 
In Vedic sacrifices, ten fingers are employed for pressing Soma and churning Agni. In this 
connection, there seems to be a set pattern in using the numeral dasa. It is found that dasa 
with svasdrah and yosanah and ksipah retcrs to Soma pressing. And dasa with yuvatavah 
and dhitayah refers to Agni. The words svasarah, yuvatayah, yosanah, dhitayah, ctc. in the 
proximity of dasa mcan ‘ten fingers’. Once this meaning had been established, it was widely 
uscd and understood, so much so that the numcral dasa became as if infused with the 
meaning ‘fingers’, and the Rs-poets often used dasa to mean fingers without actually using 
a word for ‘fingers’. 


Now, on this data let us go back to VS 16.64-66. The context here is the pacification 
of Rudra by reciting the Sa/arudriva mantras after the fire altar has becn completely built. 
While the Satarudriya recitation is coming to the end, the AdAvaryu, who recites it, while 
reciting the concluding three mantras under considcration, folds his two hands, and 
continuing with the recitation, turns to the East, to the South, to the West, to the North, 
and then raises both his folded hands upward. Thercfore, dasa in the mantra refers to ten 
fingers of his both hands raised up in salutation. This can be understood only by the help 
of parallel occurrences which the word dasa has been used, or if a person 1s actually 
watching the Satarudriva performance. 


Conclusion 


The structure of Vedic poetry has certain set patterns which were accepted 
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and adopted by the Rsv7-poets in general. They were well conversant with other's poetic 
works. 


Parallclism is such a device that helps in understanding the meaning ol a word or a 
phrase or a verse. In this connection, it may be pointed out that it is different from the 
concept of sannidhi of Bhartrhri (VakyaP 2.317;18)'°. 


10.. As an example of sannidfi, the following Rk may be quoted: 
spaTftag ay aR a ate seht faa | 
Pea Tae FT Fag seeriafatt FAFA 11 | RV 10.68.8 


Mark the word madhéu in the RV. Madhu normally means, ‘swect, honey, soma juice, milk’ 
etc. None of these is appropriate here. The meaning of the word can be ascertained only on 
the proximity of the words asnd, apinaddham, paryapasyan, and Brhaspati which refer to the 
legend: Brhaspati who rescued the cows from Bala. Madhu therefore means in the Rk* madhu 
(milk) possessing cows’ : an example of metanomy. 


